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(57) ABSTRACT

An electrical connector for connecting wires including dis-
similar electrical conductors such as copper and aluminum
conductors with the electrical connector including failure
inhibiting features that can include an oxidation inhibiting
coating and a sealant. To ensure that a minimum pressure
contact has been achieved at the interface between the elec-
trical connector a shearable fastener can be used to secure an
electrical conductor in the electrical connector.
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1
JUNCTION FAILURE INHIBITING
CONNECTOR

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a divisional application of Ser. No.
12,313,448 filed Nov. 20, 2008 which is a continuation of
application Ser. No. 11/265,392 filed Nov. 1, 2005. titled
JUNCTION FAILURE INHIBITING CONNECTOR, which
claims the benefit of provisional application 60/629,764; filed
Nov. 20, 2004, titled Wire Connector.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

This invention relates generally to electrical connectors
and more specifically electrical connectors that can inhibit or
eliminate the deterioration that occurs at an electrical junction
of an aluminum conductor.

STATEMENT REGARDING FEDERALLY
SPONSORED RESEARCH OR DEVELOPMENT

None
REFERENCE TO A MICROFICHE APPENDIX

None

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

One of the electrical problems with numerous buildings
has been the use of aluminum conductors and copper conduc-
tors in the same electrical system. Typically, an aluminum
conductor is connected directly to the copper conductor
through a pressure contact. While such an electrical system
can work well for a number of years problems can arise as the
electrical system ages.

A number of factors are believed to cause the problems of
electrical failure and often fires in electrical junctions in an
aluminum/copper electrical wiring system. As aluminum has
a higher coefficient of thermal expansion than copper it is
believed that the relative expansion between copper conduc-
tors and aluminum conductors can lead to loosing of the
pressure contact between the conductors resulting in
increased resistance which generates heat as the electrical
current flows through the high resistance junction.

Another factor is that copper oxidizes over time to form a
low resistance electrical conductive layer on the surface of the
copper conductor while the oxidation of the aluminum does
the opposite, namely, forms an oxidation layer of higher
electrical resistance on the surface of the aluminum conduc-
tor. The increase resistance due to the presence of an alumi-
num oxidation layer at the junction between the aluminum
and copper generates heat as the current passes therethrough.
In addition, because of the different current carrying capaci-
ties of aluminum conductors and copper conductors the alu-
minum conductor in a electrical system may be larger than the
copper conductor thus enhancing the connection loosing pro-
cess as the conductors expand and contract in response to
changes in temperature. As a result of various factors as well
as the aging of the electrical system conditions arise that can
cause fires due to presence of a junction of an aluminum
conductor and a copper conductor.

The present invention provides an electrical connector for
use in joining aluminum and copper conductors that mini-
mize the occurrence of electrical system failure and the result-
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2

ing fires. The system can quickly retrofitted to an existing
system that uses aluminum and copper wires to thereby
remove an electrical fire hazard.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention comprises an electrical connector
suitable for connecting an aluminum conductor through pres-
sure contact with the electrical connector inhibiting or pre-
venting corrosion between interfaces with the aluminum con-
ductor. To inhibit or prevent conditions that can cause failure
at the interfaces with the aluminum conductor a coating is
placed on the electrical connector. To provide further inhibit
or prevent conditions that can cause failure at the interfaces
with the aluminum conductor the interface with the alumi-
num conductor can be covered with a sealant. To isolate the
aluminum conductor it can be secured in an electrically con-
ducting terminal block, which is positionable in an electri-
cally insulated housing containing a sealant. To further pro-
tect the aluminum conductor interfaces from stress that might
increase failure the aluminum conductor can be supported by
a portion of the electrically insulated housing.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a perspective view of a terminal block housing;

FIG. 2 is a perspective view of a terminal block;

FIG. 3 is an elevation view of a terminal block screw;

FIG. 4 is a sectional view taken along lines 4-4 of FIG. 2;

FIG. 5 is a perspective of an electrical connector including
the terminal block housing of FIG. 1 with the terminal block
of FIG. 2 located therein;

FIG. 6 is a sectional view showing a terminal screw engag-
ing an electrical wire located in the terminal block;

FIG. 7 is a cutaway view of an electrical junction box
showing the electrical connector located therein;

FIG. 8 is an elevation showing a terminal block screw
having a weakened section to enable shearing of the screw
when a predetermined torque is applied to the screw; and

FIG. 9 is a perspective view of a terminal block screw
having a hex head.

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

FIG. 1 shows a perspective view of a one-piece electrical
connector shell 10 comprised of an electrical insulated mate-
rial and preferably a fire retardant polymer plastic so as to
provide a dielectrically safe housing. Shell 10 includes an
electrically insulated cover 12 and an electrical insulated
housing 11 that contains a terminal block compartment 13
therein. A living hinge 11a connects cover 12 to housing 11 to
provide reopening of connector shell 10 as needed. A first
hook shaped resilient cover latch 12¢ and a second hook
shaped resilient cover latch 125 extend through the opening in
protrusion 14 and lockingly engaging protrusion 14 when the
cover 12 is pivoted over housing 11 to form a closed con-
tainer. The hinged mating of cover 12 with housing 11 pro-
duces an electrically insulated protective closure around the
terminal block compartment 13.

Extending outward from the front of housing 11 is a first
tubular wire inlet or port 15, a second tubular wire inlet or port
16 and a third tubular wire inlet or port 17. Each of the tubular
wire inlets provides a wire access passage to the terminal
block compartment 13 to increase flashover distance and to
provide strain relief by shifting the bending point of a con-
ductor away from an electrical junction or interface of an
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aluminum connector. When the connector is used with both
aluminum and copper conductors the use of one port for each
conductor prevents copper and aluminum wires from being
connected directly to each other. By connection of each con-
ductor directly to the terminal block one can aid in inhibiting
corrosion. While the invention can be used for connection of
aluminum conductors to copper conductors it can also be
used for connecting aluminum conductors to aluminum con-
ductors and it also can be sized for various conductors. For
example, the port can be sized for gauge 12 and 10 solid
aluminum conductors. Thus one port could accommodate one
size wire and another port accommodate a different size wire,
a condition not uncommon in aluminum/copper electrical
wiring systems.

FIG. 2 shows a perspective view of a terminal block 20 for
forming an electrical connection with an aluminum conduc-
tor and FIG. 4 shows a section view of the terminal block 20
taken along lines 4-4 of FIG. 2. Terminal block 20 comprise
an electrically conducting material such as aluminum with an
oxidation inhibiting coating such as a metal plating. The
metal plating on terminal block 20 comprises tin applied in
accordance with ASTM 545. Terminal block housing 20
includes a first terminal screw passage 21, a second terminal
screw passage 22 and a third terminal screw passage 23 each
extending through a top surface 20q of the terminal block 20.
Extending transverse to the terminal screw passage 21 is a
first wire passage 24, extending transverse to the terminal
screw passage 22 is a second wire passage 25 and extending
transverse to the terminal screw passage 23 is a third wire
passage 26. While terminal block 20 with three passages is
shown it is envisioned that an integral lug, for example, on an
end of a single aluminum conductor could also be used with
a pressure fastener to secure a copper conductor thereto.

FIG. 3 shows an elevation view of a terminal fastener such
as an aluminum terminal screw 30 with an oxidation inhibit-
ing coating for rotatingly engaging a threaded passage 21, 22
or 23 in terminal block 20. The oxidation inhibiting coating
on the terminal fastener 30 comprises a nickel plate. Terminal
screw 30 includes a slotted head 33 for engagement with a
conventional blade screwdriver on one end and a domed end
32 on the other end for rotatingly engaging an electrical
conductor to form an electrical connection between the con-
ductor and the terminal screw 30 and between a wire passage
and the electrical conductor through a pressure contact. The
thread size can be selected to provide greater leverage with
higher thread density providing greater rotational leverage
than lower density threads. The use of a domed head 32 in
conjunction with a cylindrical wire passage allows one to
form a pressure contact between the terminal screw, the con-
ductor and the wire passage through deformation rather than
penetration of the oxide coating on the conductor thereby
minimizing or eliminating the opportunity for failure of the
electrical connection because of breaching of the oxide layer
on the conductor.

FIG. 5 shows a perspective view of electrical connector
shell 10 with the terminal block 20 located in the terminal
block compartment 13 in housing 11. In this embodiment the
heads on screws 30, 44 and 45 are rotatable by use of a
screwdriver when the cover 12 is in the open condition as
shown in FIG. 5. When in a closed condition the terminal
block 20 which becomes part of the electrical circuit is
shielded from accidental contact by the insulated electrical
connector shell 10. Thus in the embodiment shown the ter-
minal block or lug 20 is contained in the housing 11.

FIG. 6 shows the electrical connector shell 10 in the closed
condition and in section revealing the terminal screw 30 with
threads 31 in engagement with threads 21 of terminal block
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20. As shown the screw 30 has been rotated into pressure
contact with an aluminum conductor 41 that extends into the
inlet or port 15. The conductor 41 is squeezed between the
bottom of wire passage 24 and screw end 32a to form an
electrical connection or interfaces with the aluminum con-
ductor. When an aluminum conductor is used with an oxida-
tion inhibiting aluminum terminal block and an oxidation
inhibiting aluminum screw the differences in thermal expan-
sion between materials are minimized since the screw, the
terminal block and the conductor are all aluminum. However,
even though the terminal block and the conductor are alumi-
num the present invention allows one to form an electrical
connection to a non-aluminum conductors such as a copper
conductor, since the connector can also work with both alu-
minum and other metals to thereby enable one to use the
connector 10 to connect an aluminum conductor to another
non-aluminum conductor such as a copper conductor.

A sealant 50, such as silicone or the like, is shown located
over an encapsulating the connections or interfaces between
the terminal screw 30 and the terminal wire passage 24 and
the exposed conductor 41 for the purposes of inhibiting cor-
rosion or oxidation on the conductor not protected by the
insulation covering 42.

The neck 15, which contains a conductor port support
surface 154, extends outward to provide support for the elec-
trical conductor 42 and thus relieve stress on the contact
region between the screw end 32a and the electrical conduc-
tor 42.

FIG. 7 shows the electrical connector in the closed condi-
tion with the connector shell 10 located in a junction box 55
having a cover 56 with a first conductor 42 extending into
electrical contact with screw 30 in the terminal block through
port 15 and a second conductor 43 extending into electrical
contact with screw 43 through port 16. The third port 17 is in
a condition to receive a free end of another electrical conduc-
tor, which can be secured to terminal block therein by screw
44.

FIG. 8 shows a perspective view of a shearable terminal
block screw 70 for use in terminal block 20. The terminal
block screw 70 contains a round or hemispherical end 71
having a radius of curvature R.sub.1 and a cylindrical section
72 that mates to the end of threads 73. Located between
threads 73 and head 75 is a smaller diameter region or neck 74
that has a diameter D.sub.1 that is less than any diameter of
any other section of the screw 70. The purpose of providing a
neck is to include a region that can shear when a specified
torque is applied to the screw. That is, to provide for a solid
electrical connection between the wire and the terminal block
a minimum amount of force should be exerted by the end 71
of the terminal block screw against the wire conductor in the
passageway in the terminal block. In order to ensure that
sufficient contact pressure has been achieved the neck 74 is
designed so that when the contact pressure at the end of the
screw 70 against the wire conductor is sufficient to ensure a
good electrical connection the terminal block screw shears at
neck 74. That is, the user tightens the screw 75 by rotating
screw 70 until the head 75 shears from the body of the termi-
nal block screw 70. The user then knows the proper contact
pressure has been achieved.

FIG. 9 shows a perspective view of the fastener of FIG. 8
revealing a hex socket 76 in the head 75 to enable a user to
apply a tightening torque with a hex head wrench.

Thus the present invention also includes the method of
making an electrical connection in a terminal block wherein a
minimum acceptable contact force with the electrical conduc-
tor can be achieved with a shearable screw. By having the
connection pressure exceed a threshold one can create con-
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ditions wherein one obtains a good electrical connection even
though dissimilar metal conductors such as aluminum and
copper are connected to each other through the terminal
block. While the use of a shearable terminal block screw
provides for an automatic check on the needed amount of
pressure on the conductor other methods of insuring sufficient
contact pressure can be used such as a torque wrench. In this
case the terminal block screw is tightened until a predeter-
mined torque is reached and hence the desired contact pres-
sure between the terminal block and the wire conductor. It
should be understood that terminal block as used herein
includes lugs or other types of devices for connecting termi-
nal ends of conductors thereto.

Thus as illustrated in FIG. 6 and FIG. 7 the invention
includes the method of making an electrical connection
between a first aluminum conductor 41 and a second conduc-
tor 43 of a different metal by securing the aluminum conduc-
tor 41 to one portion of an electrical conducting terminal
block 20 and securing the second conductor to a further
portion of the electrical conductor block 20 so that an elec-
trical current will pass from the aluminum conductor 41 to the
second conductor 42 through the terminal block 20 and vice
versa and covering an interface on the aluminum conductor
41 and on the second conductor 42 to inhibit corrosion.

We claim:

1. An electrical connector for inhibiting oxidation and
minimizing the occurrence of electrical system failure and a
resulting fire when joining an aluminum conductor and a
copper conductor comprising:

an electrical insulated housing;

a first inlet port having a conductor port support surface

extending outward;

aterminal block located in said housing with said terminal

block having an oxidation inhibiting coating thereon;
and

a screw fastener having an oxidation inhibiting coating

thereon so that when the aluminum electrical conductor
is brought into pressure contact with the screw fastener
produces an electrical junction between the oxidation
inhibiting coating on the terminal block and the oxida-
tion inhibiting coating on the screw fastener to thereby
minimize failure of the electrical junction while the con-
ductor port support surface provides support for the
aluminum electrical conductor therein.

2. The electrical connector of claim 1 wherein the screw
fastener comprises an aluminum shearable terminal screw
having a slotted head shearable from a body of the terminal
screw in response to rotation thereof to automatically ensure
a sufficient pressure contact between the screw fastener and
the terminal block.

3. The electrical connector of claim 2 including a sealant
located in said terminal block with said sealant extending
over an interface between an end of the aluminum electrical
conductor and the terminal block and an interface between the
aluminum electrical conductor and the fastener.

4. The electrical connector of claim 1 wherein the oxida-
tion inhibiting coating on the terminal block comprises tin
and the oxidation inhibiting coating on the screw fastener
comprises nickel with the screw fastener including a domed
head for deforming an electrical conductor without penetra-
tion of an oxidation inhibiting coating on the aluminum elec-
trical connector.

5. The electrical connector of claim 3 wherein the terminal
block includes at least three conductor passages with each
inlet port having a conducting support surface.

6. The electrical connector of claim 1 wherein the screw
fastener comprises a terminal screw having a slotted head and
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a hemispherical domed head on a conductor-engaging end
with a neck located between a head and a domed end with the
neck shearing from the body of the terminal screw to let a user
know a proper contact pressure has been achieved between
the screw fastener and aluminum electrical conductor located
therein.

7. The electrical connector of claim 2 wherein the screw
fastener includes a neck of smaller diameter region than any
other portion of the screw fastener so that the screw fastener
can shear at the neck when a shearing torque is applied to the
fastener to provide an automatic check on the needed amount
of pressure to ensure an electrical connection of needed pres-
sure between the aluminum screw fastener and either an alu-
minum electrical conductor or a copper electrical conductor.

8. A method of making an electrical connection between a
first aluminum conductor and a second conductor of a differ-
ent metal to minimize the occurrence of an electrical systems
failure and a resulting fire comprising steps:

supporting an aluminum conductor in a first conductor

supporting passage;

securing the aluminum conductor to one portion of an

electrical conducting terminal block with a first screw;
supporting a second conductor in a second conductor sup-
porting passage;

securing the second conductor to a further portion of the

electrical conductor block with a second screw so that an
electrical current will pass from the aluminum conduc-
tor to the second conductor through the terminal block
and vice versa;

covering an electrical connection on the first aluminum

conductor and an electrical connection on the second
conductor with a sealant to inhibit corrosion with the
step of securing the aluminum conductor to one portion
of an electrical conducting terminal block with a first
screw comprises securing the aluminum conductor to
one portion of a tin plate on the electrical conducting
terminal block and the step of securing the aluminum
conductor to one portion of an electrical conducting
terminal block with a second screw with the second
screw having a nickel plate.

9. The method of claim 8 including the step of connecting
a further aluminum conductor to the terminal block.

10. The method of claim 8 including the step of placing the
electrically conducting terminal block in an electrical insu-
lating shell.

11. The method of claim 10 including the step of latching
a cover to the electrically insulating shell to enclose the elec-
trical conducting terminal block in the electrical insulating
shell.

12. The method of claim 8 wherein the step of securing the
aluminum conductor to the terminal block comprises using a
screwdriver to rotate the first screw fastener into pressure
contact with an aluminum conductor until a head of the first
screw shears from a body of the first screw and to rotate the
second screw fastener into pressure contact with the second
conductor until a head ofthe second screw shears from a body
of the second screw.

13. The method of claim 8 including engaging either a
slotted head or a hex socket for rotating the first screw until a
shear condition is achieved in the first screw to provide an
automatic check on the needed amount of pressure to ensure
that a minimum pressure contact with the aluminum conduc-
tor has been achieved.

14. A method of making an electrical connection between
a first aluminum conductor and a second conductor of a
different metal to minimize the occurrence of an electrical
systems failure and a resulting fire comprising steps:
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supporting an aluminum conductor in a first conductor

supporting passage;

securing the aluminum conductor to one portion of an

electrical conducting terminal block with a first screw;

supporting a second conductor in a second conductor sup- 5

porting passage;

securing the second conductor to a further portion of the

electrical conductor block with a second screw so that an
electrical current will pass from the aluminum conduc-
tor to the second conductor through the terminal block 10
and vice versa;

covering an electrical connection on the first aluminum

conductor and an electrical connection on the second
conductor with a sealant to inhibit corrosion where
the step of securing the aluminum conductor to one portion of 15
an electrical conducting terminal block with a first screw
comprises securing the aluminum conductor to a tin plated
surface of the electrical conducting block.

15. The method of claim 14 wherein the step of securing the
aluminum conductor to one portion of an electrical conduct- 20
ing terminal block with a first screw comprises securing the
aluminum conductor to a nickel plated surface of the first
Screw.

16. An electrical connector minimize the occurrence of an
electrical systems failure and a resulting fire comprising: 25
a tin plated terminal block having a screw passage and a

port for receiving an electrical wire; and

anickel-plated screw fastener for securing to the tin-plated

terminal block and to the electrical wire though engage-
ment of the nickel-plated screw fastener with the screw 30
passage in the terminal block.
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